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Part I: A Report on Student Work
For the past two years, "Creative Writing" has been one of the topics offered to
final year students for their graduation report. Two basic requirements for this course
were imposed. One was that the material must be original and the second was that
it should be in English. The latter being rather difficult for most Japanese students,
it was also evident that students wishing to take this option should preferably possess
a reasonable writing ability in English.
During the two years, ten students accepted the challenge, and they had varying
degrees of success in completing their projects. They were advised to first write an
outline of their story, which could then be followed as they worked during the year.
Although alterations were made to these basic outlines, they proved to be of great
help. As work progressed, it also became apparent that the most successful stories
were those that were being written in English from the start. Some students who
wrote in Japanese found the work of translating their stories into English overwhelming.
Other students overcame this problem by doing a line- by-line translation as they went
along. Generally, these different methods reflected the individual student's level of
ability in English. The English in each report was corrected at the weekly meetings.
Advice on the story line was mainly directed towards keeping it logical, rational, or
within the bounds of possibility (an exception to this being the story whose plot
hinged on time travel).
Results from the ten reports could be divided into three groups, A, B, and C, in
descending order of competence.
Group A. In this top group, I would place three reports, described below, which, in
their different ways, were very successful. They were written in English and required
minimal correction.
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i) This story was based on the student's experience of being hospitalized and
sharing a room with a very frail, but still mentally agile, old woman. She combined
the reminiscences of her fellow patient with her memories of her own great-grandmother
and produced an interesting story contrasting the life-styles and expectations of young
women in modern Japan to those of about sixty years ago.
ii) The second story in this group was autobiographical, covering its writer's own
experiences in school in Japan from kindergarten to high school graduation. School
life as viewed through the eyes of a student can prove revealing to any teacher. Of
particular interest were her descriptions of corporal punishment, the impact of which
was reinforced by the reports of teacher bullying appearing in the press later that
year.
iii) The third report was an imaginative fictional story concerning past and present
Nagasaki. Since the student had visited the city with her story in mind, her descrip-
tions of present-day Nagasaki were authentic, and she had carefully researched the
details of Nagasaki's history. An inventive twist joining past and present gave the
story a piquant ending.
Group B. The three stories falling into this group were of the romance genre, tending
to the tragic, but having an (unintentional) comic effect due to their involved plots.
While obviously inspired by novelettes, they at least had the merit of giving their
authoresses much enjoyment while writing them, and as they were to a large extent
dialog, were simpler to write in English.
Group C. The remaining four were perhaps motivated more by a mistaken idea that
"Creative Writing" would be an easier option to choose than, say, a critique of some
famous author's work. All of them changed their initial plans at least once, and all
were disappointed by my unwillingness to do their translation work for them. By the
end of the year they had produced some form of essay in English, but the experience
proved more agony than pleasure on both sides.
This year, twenty -five students selected "Creative Writing" as either their first or
second choice. This number was reduced to a more manageable nine. Experience so
far shows that those who are getting on the quickest are working on stories based at
least partially on topics they are familiar with, and at a level of English within their
competence. They are also enjoying themselves, and perhaps that, at the amateur
level, is the most important thing about creative writing.
The following story is based on one of my own experiences during the year that
I lived in the Calcutta area.
Part II. An Original Story
Brody: CREATIVE WRITING
A Tale From Calcutta
131
Some thirty miles from the centre of Calcutta lies the suburb of Barrackpore.
Despite its turbulent history, possessing the dubious distinction of being one of the
first trouble-spots in the Indian Mutiny of 1857, it presented a peaceful and pleasant
aspect when I went to live there in the spring of 1962. Barrackpore had been a
cantonment area in the days of the British raj and it looked like nothing much had
changed since the British had left. There was a military or police establishment,
fenced off, with a guard at the gate, still in existence there, and the residential area
around it with its symmetrically laid out roads, large compounds bordered by towering
mango and banyan trees and tall white bungalows, looked untouched by mutiny, war,
and partition alike.
In part, the peacefulness of Barrackpore was due to its comparative lack of
residents. Those fourteen-room bungalows, with roofs as high as a two-storey house,
were built for people of a different age. The rows of dilapidated outbuildings stretched
along the walls on either side of the gardens at the back of the houses attested to a
style of living long since gone. Stables, coach-houses, servants' quarters, kitchens lay
abandoned and crumbling under the fierce sun. Some attempt had been made to
divide the houses into smaller units by the simple expedient of locking some of the
connecting doors, but the bare and echoing rooms hadn't attracted many customers.
Probably the biggest advantage of Barrackpore for the Indian residents was its
proximity to the Hooghly River. A tributary of the sacred Ganges, the Hooghly was,
like its parent, equally muddy and uninviting to the uninitiated eye. But it was here,
on the bank of the river in the early morning and late evening, that Barrackpore
came to life, as people cleansed themselves in the holy waters.
Once upon a time, the wide roads, spacious gardens and cool, high-ceilinged
bungalows would have been alive with bustle and chatter, children playing, servants
gossiping, carriages jangling, but now the river was the centre of activity, and the
roads furthest from it were mostly silent and deserted.
Barrackpore could be reached by train from Calcutta. Many small shops and a
thriving outdoor market made the area around Barrackpore Station noisy and bustling,
but it was still some distance from there to the residential section and shopping was
at best inconvenient. Of fresh fruit, however, the area had a "home delivery" service.
At least twice a week one enterprising fruit-wallah came round to sell what fresh
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produce he could. Bare-footed, and with a huge flat circular basket with a raised nm
balanced on a coiled cloth on his head, he would squat down on the verandah and
swing the laden basket off his head with practiced ease. Then we would begin the
lengthy process of haggling essential to any purchase in India. He had a tongue glib
enough to have sold ice to the Eskimos, and was a past master at bartering. I did my
best, but at the end of each session I always felt, not that I had lost the battle, but
that I had been eliminated in the preliminary skirmishing. For one thing, he was
always so unfailingly cheerful, as much, if not more, when he left as when he came.
So when the chance arose whereby I might, if only temporarily, have the upper hand,
I was only too pleased to take it.
It so happened that towards the end of that summer, I received a circular from
an orchard in Kashmir. The delicious Kashmiri apples, red and sweet and crisp, would
soon be ripening. Would I like to take advantage of their extremely reasonable offer
......... carefully packed in boxes to ensure that the apples would arrive in unimpaired
condition, the price included delivery by rail .
I lost no time in sending off a money order with a request for two large boxes,
and received an acknowledgement by return post.
I wonder if you can imagine how passionately I longed for those apples. It is
true that the ignoble desire to score off the fruit-seller lurked in the background, but
it was not only that. I had suddenly realized how much I had missed not having
apples in hot, steamy Calcutta. I was truly homesick for apples, and could hardly
wait to bite into that promised red, sweet crispness.
At last, a postcard arrived informing me that the apples had arrived at Barrackpore
Station. It was too late to go that day, but the very next morning I rushed to the
station in eager anticipation to take possession of my apples.
The station-master took my postcard, slowly read it and then said,
"They are not here."
"What are you talking about? I've come to pick up my apples. You sent me this
postcard saying they had arrived."
"Oh, yes, that is very true. But you are so late. Apples. That is perishable goods.
We cannot keep perishable goods here."
"But apples will keep for months."
He shrugged, bored, grudging any further explanation, wanting me to go. I was
shocked, but not prepared to give up quite so easily.
"So what happened to the apples? What did you do with them?" I persisted.
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His mask of imperturbability suddenly slipped a little and he started fumbling
for words.
"Well, er, perishable goods, maybe they are thrown away. Sometimes they are
sold," and he waved his hands vaguely in the direction of the market outside the
station.
Like a kaleidoscope, the pieces of the pattern suddenly fell into shape. Life in
India was a battleground. Wasn't the rice sold in the market at least one-tenth full
of small stones? Hadn't the postman yesterday threatened to throwaway the post
unless he was paid some baksheesh. By the same token, if a shipment of "perishable
goods" arrived at the station, it would be sold into the market outside in the twinkling
of an eye. Ignorant of the process, I had not gone to the station ahead of arrival
and paid the bribe necessary to ensure the safekeeping of my apples. I retreated in
defeat.
A couple of days later, I heard the fruit-wallah calling me, and the thud as the
laden basket landed on the verandah.
"Memsahib, memsahib," he was saying, beaming cheerfully. "Today, I have
brought you apples. You want apples, yes? Look, very good apples. All the way from
Kashmir, memsahib "
